
“A Harder Look at the 
Locavore’s Dilemma” 

Tim Woods 
Extension Agricultural Economist 

University of Kentucky 



How Can Agricultural Economists 
Contribute to Defining Local and 

Understanding the Changing Market 
Environment 

Tim Woods 
Extension Agricultural Economist 

University of Kentucky 



What are consumers thinking? 

 



What are buyers/consumers 
thinking? 

1. Local meats/seafood (1) 
2. Local produce (3) 
3. Hyper-local (4) 
4. Farm estate branded 

products (13) 
 
 
 

 
Store offers locally grown produce and 

other local packaged foods  

Source: Nat’l Rest Assoc, 2016 Source: Nat’l Grocers Assoc, 2015 
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Restaurant Customers - - -  

“carries organic products” 
Very Important for 29.7% 



The Locavore’s Dilemma 



The Locavore’s Dilemma 
….some economic realities 

 
Gains to locational specialization 

Trading to comparative advantage creates mutual wealth 
Limits to policies encouraging “keeping dollars local” 

Food miles and the environment 
Does local necessarily mean better quality? 

 



• What is local? 
• Why local? 
• Does it matter, then, how we go about 

developing local food systems? 
• How might we measure a high performing local 

food system? 



Local 

Not Local 

The Local Food Systems Model 



Community, social capital, good neighbors as ‘wealth’ 
The ‘neigh’ in neighbor suggests I pay closer attention to who 
is nearby – Wendall Berry 

Swiss free market economist in opposition to communism  
and  naziism 
Consumers should not shrink from the sacrifice of  a few cents  
to carry out an economic policy of  their own and support  
local artisans to the best of  their ability and for the good of  the  
community. – Wilhelm Ropke 

…you buy local products at Ralph’s Pretty Good Grocery in  
Lake Wobegon instead of  at the mall in St. Cloud because Ralph  
is your neighbor. – Garrison Keillor 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCOzNjc27_scCFQXTgAod4tYARg&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.frontporchrepublic.com%2F2009%2F03%2Fwilhelm-ropkes-swiss-front-porch%2F&psig=AFQjCNGjd7p1Zl0qyR1a2upI7uTE8nXidg&ust=1442592932577846


How Local? 

• Farmer only farm markets 
• Production within so many miles 
• Regional appalachians 
• State boundaries 
• Made in the USA? 

 
 

Consumers increasingly care about food origin 
Truth in advertising? 

Credibility for the ‘local’ brand 

Notes – credence and origin 
 

http://www.kyagr.com/kyproud/index.htm
http://picktnproducts.org/
http://www.consolidatedlabel.com/images/custom-labels-images/item-12356-del-monte-ho100x.jpg


Credence attributes of food 
growing in importance 

• Who produced it? 
• How was it produced 
• Where was it produced? 
 
• All have implications for local food systems and 

merchandising programs 



Local 

The Local Food Systems Model 

Superior  
Quality 

Attributes 

State Promotion Programs 
Are all local products  

worth promoting? 
Competitiveness? 

State brand equity? 



 



Local 

The Local Food Systems Model 

Superior  
Quality 

Attributes 
Freshness 

Safety/Quality Assurance 
Taste 

Limited shipping features 
Local VA recipes 
Certified Organic 

Experiential qualities 

? + + 

+ 



Local 

The Local Food Systems Model 

 
Quality 

Small 

Large organic suppliers 
Monsanto and GM attributes 

Scale economies of  R&D 
Scale economies of  distribution 



Local 

The Local Food Systems Model 

 
Quality 

Small 

“Locavores” generally omit local 
scale-driven integrated 

agribusinesses that have 
a much larger ‘catchment’ 

area 
 

Small, artisan,  
single shop,  

personal market 



Local 

The Local Food Systems Model 

 
Quality 

Small 

“Locavores” generally omit local 
scale-driven integrated 

agribusinesses that have 
a much larger ‘catchment’ 

area 
 

? 

7,000 stores  
in 48 states 

http://www.laurasleanbeef.com/


Doing local Big 



Local 

The Local Food Systems Model – 
In the minds of  many, anyway 

 
Quality 

Small 

‘Local’ Marketing model  
focuses  

on confluence 



Still a lot to learn about local 
definitions and bounds 

• Defining and Marketing ‘Local’ Foods: Geographic 
Indications for U.S. Products – Giovannucci et al 

• Batte, Hu, Woods, and Ernst 

 Figure 2: Maximum Distance Consumers Considered as "Local"
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Wider Definitions of Local by Retailers 

Boston Area Whole Foods 



  

“Regional” Produce “Super local farm estate branded” Produce 



Why Consumers Value “Local” 
• Minimizing food 

miles/energy dependency 
• Land and environment 
• Perceived Safety and 

Quality 
• Support local ag and 

economy 
 

– Thilmany, Bond, Bond 
(2008) 

• Heritage 
• Quality/Health benefits 
• Environment and 

Economy 
• Citizenship and 

community 
 

– Woods & Williamson (2013) 



What are buyers/consumers 
thinking? 

1. Local meats/seafood (1) 
2. Local produce (2) 
3. Hyper-local (6) 
4. Farm estate branded 

products (10) 
 
 
 

 
Store offers locally grown produce and 

other local packaged foods  

Source: Nat’l Rest Assoc, 2014 Source: Nat’l Grocers Assoc, 2015 
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Restaurant Customers - - -  



Percentage change for local product sales on 
consumer food co-ops over the last 2 years 

Local Products Declined 
substantially 

Declined 
Somewhat 

Stayed 
about the 

same 

Increased 
somewhat 

Increased 
substantially  

Meats 3.3% 0.0% 16.7% 33.3% 36.7% 

Fresh Produce 1.6% 1.6% 18.0% 44.3% 34.4% 

Dairy Products 0.0% 1.9% 25.9% 48.1% 35.2% 

Packaged Goods 0.0% 3.3% 38.3% 51.7% 6.7% 

Health/Nutr/Cosm 1.7% 3.3% 35.0% 58.3% 0.0% 

Source: Woods and Katchova, 2011 (62 stores nationally) 



Local demand spreads across market 
channels 

• Community farm markets 
• On-farm retail 
• Community Supported Ag (subscription) 
• Home delivery 
• Restaurants 
• Grocery 
• Farm to school 
• Farm to college 

 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/_aYNwlg_t0bQ/SK4c5PIEe7I/AAAAAAAAAAQ/eDI4o4pvnlw/S220-h/Azur_Logo_Small.jpg


Transaction based Alliance based 

Short-term relationships 
  
Multiple suppliers 
  
Adversarial relationships 
  
Price dominates 
  
Minimal investment from suppliers 
  
Minimal information sharing  
  
  
Firms are independent 
  
Minimal interaction between 
respective functional areas 

Long-term relationships 
  
Fewer suppliers 
  
Cooperative partnerships 
  
Value-added services dominate 
  
High investment for both buyer and supplier 
  
Extensive product, marketing, and logistics 
information sharing 
  
Firms are interdependent with joint decision 
making 
  
Extensive interaction between buyer and 
supplier functional areas 

D. Ross, Competing Through Supply Chain Management 



Local Food and CSA Shareholders 

Periphery 

Mid-Level 

Core 

Grocer 
Specialty wholesaler 

Peapod 

Traditional single farm CSA 

Food hubs 
Local food aggregators 

Multi-farm CSAs 

Value Proposition 

More price 
sensitive 

Less price 
sensitive 

Strategic reach 

Transaction 
Based 

Alliance 
Based 



A few favorite local food development projects on 
the plate 

Recent projects 
• Farm market sampling – economic impacts and best practices 
• Changing CSA business model - - and a CSA health and wellness 

voucher feasibility study 
• Local wine marketing strategies 
• MarketReady/FSIC 
Looming in the hopefully near future 
• Food bank tax credits for farmers 
• More CSA wellness 
• Economic impact of Restaurant Rewards 
• Local food system vitality index measures 
• Local food system structure and performance in the EU (sabbatical) 





Top 10 Local Food System Development 
Themes for LGU Priority Focus 

1. Market & Supply Chain Logistics - * 
2. Financial and Risk Management for the System 
3. Identifying and Measuring Economic, Social, and Environmental 

Outcomes - * 
4. Consumer Demand -* 
5. Food Safety -* 
6. Financial and Risk Management Tools for Individual Enterprises -* 
7. Food Security and Food Access 
8. Food System Policy 
9. Knowledge Transfer Between Buyers and Sellers 
10. Youth, Family, and Community Engagement 
 * - Choices article 

complete 
Expended SRMEC 

monograph in revision 
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